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Laying Aside Our Rights? 


[read alone Acts 15:22-41] Then ask all to stand to read. 


“16 Paul came to Derbe and then to Lystra, where a disciple named Timothy lived, whose mother 
was Jewish and a believer but whose father was a Greek. ? The believers at Lystra and Iconium 
spoke well of him. 3 Paul wanted to take him along on the journey, so he circumcised him 
because of the Jews who lived in that area, for they all knew that his father was a Greek. * As 
they traveled from town to town, they delivered the decisions reached by the apostles and elders 
in Jerusalem for the people to obey. ° So the churches were strengthened in the faith and grew 
daily in numbers.” (Acts 16:1-5, NIV). 


Paul is now revisiting those places that he and Barnabas had visited. In the text I just read, at the 
end of chapter 15, we see that Paul had some sort of a disagreement with Barnabas, so Paul 
chose to travel with Silas. Paul is going back into those places where he had suffered so much 
hardship and persecution. Interestingly, Luke seems to rush the story to introduce to us this new 
person Timothy, and an incident which involved circumcision. This is the very topic that was 
considered in detail in Chapter 15. 


We can assume Timothy was young because Paul’s later writings tell him to not be discouraged 
with his young age. You’ll remember I told you all that Timothy might have become a Christian 
when Paul first went to Lystra. Timothy has now grown in the faith. The passage tells us that 
the brothers spoke highly of him. Paul wanted Timothy to come along on this next missionary 
journey, but Paul did something strange before they set out on their journey. 


Just last week, we studied the Jerusalem council that dealt with the question of whether Gentiles 
who became Christians had to follow the Law of Moses. James, the half-brother of Jesus and 
pastor of the church in Jerusalem, was very clear in explaining that there was no need for 
Gentiles to be circumcised to be saved. This led us to the conclusion that in Christ we have 
liberty to do many things, but we may choose to limit those liberties to help another brother or 
sister be all that they are supposed to be in the Lord. 


In the passage today, we see Paul having Timothy circumcised. Is Paul changing his position? 
Has something changed? NO. The question answered in chapter 15 was whether circumcision 


was neccessary to be saved. In chapter 16, verse 3 we see why Paul circumcised Timothy. The 
Bible tells us that Paul did this “because of the Jews.” He did it to keep the doors of 
communication open with the Jews. The entire community knew that Timothy had a Jewish 
mother and a Greek father. Hence, he was Jewish, but his Greek father would not have allowed 
him to be circumcised. 


This sermon is about us laying aside our rights for the good of ministry and for the welfare of our 
brothers and sisters in Christ. Timothy had an absolute right to refuse to be circumcised. James 
was Clear in chapter 15 that this was entirely unneccessary for salvation. Timothy was probably 
around 20 years old and this couldn’t have been pleasant for Timothy in any way. He could have 
just said, “No Paul, I don’t have to do this and I won’t do this. It is not required for my 
salvation.” Paul also had a right to judge Timothy’s readiness for ministry, and deny him to 
come along due to his unwillingness to be circumcised. Pastors have that same sort of rights 
today. People have come to me seeking baptism and I have told them that I don’t think they are 
ready, so we postpone it. Pastors have the right to see if certain people are willing to lay down 
their rights to serve. If they are not, the pastor may choose to keep them from this or that 
ministry. 


This passage is all about our willingness to lay down our rights. Many Christians really struggle 
to get a hold of this, both in theory and in practicality. Usually when people are asked to give up 
a right for the sake of ministry, most people just decline. They will hem and haw about it. This 
might be clothing that men or women in the church may wear. Someone might have the right to 
wear a t-shirt with a political slogan, but I may choose as the pastor to ask them to lay aside that 
right to keep doors open in ministry. This gets touchy because it often will bring about cries of 
“legalism.” I want you to remember what legalism is. It says that something must be done to be 
saved. Timothy could have accused Paul of being legalistic. Timothy could have argued that it 
would have been a good way to tell the Jews and Judaizers how God really felt about all the laws 
and traditions they kept. 


Paul wasn’t doing this for legalistic reasons. He wasn’t trying to just appease the Jews. He did it 
because he wanted to remove obstacles in his ability to minister to people. Paul was concerned 
about keeping the doors of communication open. Paul was not a people pleaser. He was a pretty 
acerbic, in your face kind of guy. He wasn’t afraid to offend people. So, here’s the question 
today: Are you willing to give up something that is a right to in order to remove obstacles in your 
ministry? Are you willing to give up rights you have as being free in Christ in order to keep a 
brother or sister from stumbling? 


Let’s remember some of the things Paul wrote about removing obstacles for the sake of ministry 
and limiting our liberties to keep a brother or a sister from stumbling. 


“4 Don’t we have the right to food and drink? > Don’t we have the right to take a believing wife 
along with us, as do the other apostles and the Lord’s brothers and Cephas? ° Or is it only I and 
Barnabas who lack the right to not work for a living? ? ? If others have this right of support 
from you, shouldn’t we have it all the more? But we did not use this right. On the contrary, we 
put up with anything rather than hinder the gospel of Christ.” (1 Corinthians 9:4-6; 12, NIV). 


Paul was saying that he had great liberty to eat and drink whatever he wanted, liberty to bring 
along a believing wife, and the right to receive support from others and to take money from 
them. But he chose to lay aside that right so that there would be no obstacles to his ministry. 
Paul is reflecting his Savior, Jesus, who laid down everything. God instead chose to be 
humiliated and emptied to be like us. However, He had the right to say no and to lay aside His 
rights to deity. Paul wrote to the church in Thessalonika reminding them that he had an absolute 
right to be compensated for his ministry. He chose to forgo that salary to be an example for his 
flock to imitate. 


“7 For you yourselves know how you ought to follow our example. We were not idle when we 
were with you, ê nor did we eat anyone’s food without paying for it. On the contrary, we worked 
night and day, laboring and toiling so that we would not be a burden to any of you. °? We did this, 
not because we do not have the right to such help, but in order to offer ourselves as a model for 
you to imitate. '° For even when we were with you, we gave you this rule: “The one who is 
unwilling to work shall not eat.”’ (2 Thessalonians 3:7-10, NIV). 


Paul Lays Aside the Right of Compensattion (ie. He is self-supporting) 


It wasn’t because Paul didn’t have the right to receive. Paul was passing along an example, not 
just of hard work, but of living sacrificially and laying down one’s rights for others. He asks: 


Did we take your food? No. Did we take your money? No. But we had a right to do 
this, and we did this to exemplify godly character. 


Church, we must be willing to lay down our rights even when we deserve to receive. Paul is 
saying that as pastor of Union Grove I have the right to be compensated. It is my absolute right. 
But like Paul, I have chosen to give up that right to be an example for each of you. God takes 
care of my needs in other ways. 


Why is this so important? Because our brothers and sisters in Christ should be more important to 
us than what we put in our mouths and what our own rights entitle us to. 


Laying Aside our Liberties and Rights Concerning What We Eat or Drink 


‘20 Do not destroy the work of God for the sake of food. All food is clean, but it is wrong for a 
person to eat anything that causes someone else to stumble. 7! It is better not to eat meat or drink 
wine or to do anything else that will cause your brother or sister to fall.” (Romans 14:20-21, 
NIV). 


Paul is essentially saying don’t destroy the work of God for the sake of something that is your 
own right. Food and drink of all kinds is clean, but it’s wrong to do anything that causes your 
brother to stumble. Food seemed to be a big problem for early Christians. There is just a whole 
lot of talk about it. Paul is saying that we shouldn’t destroy the work of God for the sake of food 
or drink. God wants us each to be willing to lay down our liberty and our rights for the good of 
what God is doing in another person. Paul himself said, “All things are lawful but not all things 
are helpful.” Let’s not destroy the work of God for mere food or drink. Let me talk for a minute 


about real examples of liberties and rights in Christ that we might have and give some examples 
of how we might lay aside those rights and limit those liberties for the good of others. 


Some of our brothers and sisters may have problems with their weight or even more seriously 
with the health. Some have diabetes or heart trouble. We should be careful about offering cakes 
and cookies to a diabetic. We should be careful to prepare food that it is heart healthy, and we 
should be conscious about providing healthy food to those in our body who need to get control of 
their weight or move into a more healthy lifestyle. 


Likewise, many Christians are way too casual on the subject of drinking alcohol. Some of you 
will charge me with legalism. You’re going to tell me we have liberty in Jesus. Others will 
claim that the Bible doesn’t give us the right to drink alcohol. Well, neither are right. The Bible 
does not prohibit drinking at all. Jesus’ first miracle was turning water into wine. However, 
scripture gives us great warnings as to the dangers of excessive drinking. The Bible tells us to 
“not be drunk with wine but be filled with the Holy Spirit.” 


What this is about is loving our brothers and sisters enough to lay aside enjoyment of alcohol if 
that helps a brother or a sister have a better walk with Jesus. 


Laying Aside Financial Rights for the Good of Ministry 


A few other instances can come to mind. Many in this room might have loaned money to a 
brother or a sister in the Lord. You have every right to receive the monies that you loaned to 
another, but God may put it on your heart to forgive that debt to assist the work that God is doing 
in that other person’s life. 


It may be money that a person owes you that they have borrowed. It may be money they owe 
you for rent. You might have even done labor for them wherein you have a right to be paid, but 
you laid that right aside to help them be all that they’re supposed to be. The point is that you 
have every right to insist on your rights, but in obedience you lay that right aside. 


Let me take a moment to remind you that we are not saved by laws. The Bible is really clear 
about this. We do, however, have commandments that we’re supposed to keep. We don’t keep 
these to be saved or more acceptable to God. Only the blood of Jesus can make us acceptable to 
God. Legalism says that I can do or not do certain things, and that this will make God love me 
more or make me more acceptable to God. That is NOT what this is about. We are not saved by 
keeping the law. We’re saved by grace through faith, but the Bible is FULL of guidelines for 
holy living. Paul names lots of things that we can do which allow us to abide in holy living. 


Paul didn’t want obstacles to be placed in the way of God working in people’s lives, and he 

asked Timothy to be circumcised to remove an impediment in their cooperative ministry to the 
Jewish communities that they would visit. This was an incredible obedient act of love done by 
Timothy. Loving God with all of your heart, soul, and mind is one side of the coin, and loving 


your neighbor as yourself is the other side of that same coin. When you love God that way, you 
will love your neighbor. 


John’s Example of Laying Down our Lives in Love 


Extra-biblical sources tell us that as the Apostle John became a very old person, the believers 
would gather around him just to hear ANYTHING about Jesus and what instructions He had 
given for His followers on earth. When they all gathered around one another, John would just 
tell them, “Brothers and sisters, little children, love one another.” In his little letter that we call 1 
John he tells us exactly how we can do this and why we are to do this. 


“© This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down his life for us. And we ought to lay 
down our lives for our brothers and sisters. ” (1 John 3:16, NIV). 


John is telling us that “talk is cheap.” He’s not talking about actually dying for someone else. 
Laying down your life is laying down your liberties and your rights for your brother or sister. 
This is what it means to die to yourself, and death is something that we don’t like. 


AW Tozier said: 


“In every Christian’s heart there is a cross and a throne, 
and the Christian is on the throne till he puts himself on 
the cross. If he refuses the cross he remains on the 
throne. Perhaps this is at the bottom of the backsliding 
and worldliness among gospel believers today. We want 
to be saved but we insist that Christ do all the dying. No 
cross for us, no dethronement, no dying. We remain king 
within the little kingdom of Mansoul and wear our tinsel crown with all the pride of a 
Caesar, but we doom ourselves to shadows and weakness and spiritual sterility.” 


Will you join me today in committing to die to sin and self? It will involve crawling down off of 
the throne of your heart and putting Him on the throne. It will entail allowing some of your self 
and your interests to be crucified with Christ. Paul said it so eloquently: 


‘20 T have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I now 
live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me.” 
(Galatians 2:20, NIV). 


Let us pray. 
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